0 0 Ajayi Department of Surgery, University College Hospital, Ibadan, Nigeria Editor's note To be ethical, clinical research must seek to secure the continued and informed consent of the subjects, to avoid inflicting suffering and to obtain a positive observable benefit for the subjects outweighing inherent risks. In societies with low levels of education and strong traditional, social or religious beliefs these aims may be difficult to achieve. Research ethics must be intimately related to the circumstances of the study population. For the Nigerian case, an administrative structure of ethical review committees is suggested to ensure this.
The ideal moral and ethical expectations from clinical research scientists are that they should enforce the principles of 'informed consent', avoid inflicting mental and physical suffering, guarantee that observed benefits outweigh inherent risks, protect research subjects from procedural incompetence and accept that initial consent becomes void when side effects are potentially or overtly harmfill. It is, however, obvious that the translation of these ideals into pragmatic realities continues to be frustrated by the complexities of human society and environment. To inform requires an efficient system of communication and to consent implies understanding. The achievement of both is one ofthe highest demands ofthe intellect. Where these are relatively undeveloped or impaired by poverty, hunger and disease, the ideal morality or ethics in clinical research may be assumed to be at risk of collapse in the milieu of alien cultural demands and social taboos.
The socio-cultural and religious taboos that still bind large populations in West Africa are many, but a few relevant examples will suffice: a) In some parts of West Africa, to remove a portion of the human body pre-or post-mortem is believed to deprive the subject of that organ in the life beyond. We may rightly brand these examples as absurdities but the reality is that the typical West African is still a victim of his environment in which life is largely regulated by ancient customs and taboos.
If ethics is a system of moral principles or rules of conduct within a society and since the purpose of ethics in research is to take into consideration the needs and rights of the experimental subject, the question of who truly represents the interest of that society may not be easy to answer.
The Helsinki Declaration stipulates that 'concern for the interests of the subject must always prevail over the interests of science and society'. In a broad interpretation of that principle, it is difficult to see how the interests of the subject conflict with the interests of the society except, of course, if the society is not his own. Since the case for the needs of a society is often strong, the rights of the experimental subject and the ethics of the experiment must closely correlate within that society. Diana Faced with these situations, it is important to relate intimately research ethics with the peculiarities of the study populations. Using Nigeria as an example, a 3-tier system for the protection of the rights of the individual is proposed (Fig.) . a) There should be a National Ethical Committee to determine the relevance of experimental proposals on large populations (such as mass immunisation programmes). It would also lay down national priorities and examine the feasibility of the research proposals while ensuring that the source and funding of such programmes do not conflict 
